Editorial Reviews

Amazon.com Review
One of the great crime novels of the 20th century, Patricia Highsmith's The Talented Mr. Ripley is a blend of the narrative subtlety of Henry James and the self-reflexive irony of Vladimir Nabokov. Like the best modernist fiction, Ripley works on two levels. First, it is the story of a young man, Tom Ripley, whose nihilistic tendencies lead him on a deadly passage across Europe. On another level, the novel is a commentary on fictionmaking and techniques of narrative persuasion. Like Humbert Humbert, Tom Ripley seduces readers into empathizing with him even as his actions defy all moral standards. 

The novel begins with a play on James's The Ambassadors. Tom Ripley is chosen by the wealthy Herbert Greenleaf to retrieve Greenleaf's son, Dickie, from his overlong sojourn in Italy. Dickie, it seems, is held captive both by the Mediterranean climate and the attractions of his female companion, but Mr. Greenleaf needs him back in New York to help with the family business. With an allowance and a new purpose, Tom leaves behind his dismal city apartment to begin his career as a return escort. But Tom, too, is captivated by Italy. He is also taken with the life and looks of Dickie Greenleaf. He insinuates himself into Dickie's world and soon finds that his passion for a lifestyle of wealth and sophistication transcends moral compunction. Tom will become Dickie Greenleaf--at all costs. 

Unlike many modernist experiments, The Talented Mr. Ripley is eminently readable and is driven by a gripping chase narrative that chronicles each of Tom's calculated maneuvers of self-preservation. Highsmith was in peak form with this novel, and her ability to enter the mind of a sociopath and view the world through his disturbingly amoral eyes is a model that has spawned such latter-day serial killers as Hannibal Lecter. --Patrick O'Kelley 

Review
"[Highsmith] has created a world of her own--a world claustrophobic and irrational which we enter each time with a sense of personal danger." --Graham Greene

"Patricia Highsmith's novels are peerlessly disturing . . . bad dreams that keep us thrashing for the rest of the night, with the sense that an awful possibility has been articulated only to be left unresolved." --The New Yorker
Patricia Highsmith's Thomas Ripley

Profile at MysteryNet.com: "The Talented-- and Deadly-- Mr. Ripley" by Charles L. P. Silet

An inside look at Patricia Highsmith's agreeable and urbane psychopath, Tom Ripley.
Through the years we have had a chance to follow the extraordinarily eccentric life of Patricia Highsmith's Thomas Ripley, who surely must be one of the oddest series figures in crime fiction since Raffles, the gentleman crook, left the scene decades ago. The Ripley novels have been appearing since 1955 when The Talented Mr. Ripley first was published. The fifth and last, Ripley Under Water, came out in 1991.

The first novel in the series is the strongest and probably the most bizarre. The Talented Mr. Ripley (1955) is truly a masterpiece of crime fiction, one to rival in weirdness Highsmith's first novel, Strangers on a Train, which Alfred Hitchcock made into such a wonderful film. At the beginning of this on-going saga the impecunious Mr. Ripley is hired to go to Europe to find the wayward son of a wealthy Boston couple. By the end of the novel Ripley has not only murdered his quarry, but he has also forged a will in his favor, financially setting himself up for life, and he has done all of this with apparently little cost to his conscience. 

The first Ripley book begins with an edginess which has carried through all of the volumes in the series. Tom Ripley has been looking over his shoulder ever since. By the second novel, Ripley Under Ground (1970), Tom Ripley has become a silent partner in The Buckminster Gallery in London which specializes, unknown to its customers, in art forgeries of a dead surrealist artist, Derwatt. In addition, he does a few favors to help a friend who runs a high-ticket fencing operation out of Germany and putters in his garden while enjoying the good life with his wife, Heloise, in their suburban villa, Belle Ombre, situated just outside Paris. 

Through the rest of the books Tom continues to prosper despite of the fact that he continues to break the law, on occasion murdering those who threaten his secure existence. Not that all of these crime stories do not have their strange attraction but once Ripley has married and settled down with his wife to live an outwardly bourgeoisie life, the books lose some of their tension. Part of the problem is that as the series progresses it becomes increasingly unlikely that he will be caught no matter how dangerous the adventures he experiences.

The action of all of the novels after the first takes place from Belle Ombre and although Ripley jets around Europe and even once in a while to America, he always returns to the safety of his wife and house. In this series however safety is conditional. Even since the questionable events of the first book, Ripley has existed under a cloud of suspicion, ever watched by the police and always prey to those who would question the increasing number of people who seem to vanish when Ripley is around. He never quite rids himself of the sins of his past, although he does seem to be able to live with his transgressions with little regret.

What makes the books so fascinating and so eerie is the flat, matter-of-fact, attitude toward murder and mayhem which Ripley maintains. He suffers momentary pangs of remorse or disquieting thoughts on occasion, but in general he slips down the bloody trail he walks with a certain ease. And those around him, even if they know about Ripley's crimes, seem little bothered by them. It is as if the world he inhabits is strangely immune from guilt. 

These are unsettling works of fiction, full of macabre humor and devilish insouciance, which play on the reader's fantasies of individual power and choice. In a universe so full of nasty people and random, uncontrollable events, it is strangely satisfying to watch someone exercise his personal will unfettered by the normal constraints of legality and civilized controls imposed upon the rest of us. For the successful creation of fiction as powerfully attractive as the Ripley novels are, Patricia Highsmith deservedly has earned her place as a crime writer of exceptional achievement. 

First off, I must admit that I did read this book because I had heard the movie was being made. After reading an intriguing preview article in Vanity Fair last year, and the realization that strangely enough, Matt Damon and Jude Law do look a lot alike, I went in search of the novel that was causing all the hullabaloo.

This was almost a year ago now, and though I have since seen the movie (and greatly admired it), I did read the novel since and was completely fascinated by Tom Ripley, Highsmith's amoral protagonist. For those of you curious about the differences and similarities between the book and film, scroll down a bit and you'll find my take on that comparison. I have just reread the novel for a book club I run, and I am pleased to say it gets better the second time around.

For those of you who haven't seen the film or tackled the book, the story centers around the title young man, a charming and desperately lonely sociopath from whose point of view the story is revealed. Tom is sent to Italy by Herbert Greanleaf, a businessman desperate for his errant son's return from the Bohemian life and still hoping he will take up family business and responsibilities. Dickie Greenleaf, a beautiful, careless embodiment of the idle upperclass, represents everything that Tom has always felt he deserved but has never had. Bored and solitary in New York, Tom embraces his chance to start a new and glorious life. Using his talents for mimicry and an honest, blundering mask, Tom charms Dickie and manages to gain his trust and friendship days after arriving. Ripley, pleased with himself, settles in to enjoy his newfound "brother" and greatly improved lifestyle.

As Ripley ingratiates himself further and further into Dickie's life, falling in love with every aspect of his existence, he is also repeatedly reminded of his own inadequacies and how he doesn't fit in this world as he thought he should. Dickie has everything a young man should -- a sunny American girlfriend Marge, a romanticly rustic house, a boat, and his mediocre talent as a painter giving him a vague sense of purpose -- and is preciously unaware of how rare his advantages are. Dickie doesn't help Tom's worries as he grows tired of Ripley's clinging nature and attempts to disengage from the friendship, unknowingly crushing Tom's obsessive affection while raising his considerable anger. Tom begins to see how unworthy Dickie is of the hand that fate has dealt him, and hatches an inspiringly simple plan to take that fate for himself.

From here the novel takes off, revealing Ripley's truest, violent nature and brilliant imagination in subtle, disturbing prose. Highsmith is a masterful writer, and her prose is both sparely poetic and careful, implying all kinds of conclusions without ever stating anything outright. It is uncanny how easily she places the reader right into Ripley's considerably warped point of view and makes his progression seem as logical as any other young man's ambitions. Ripley embodies the traditional American dream of a nobody becoming a well-respected and successful somebody -- he just goes about attaining it in a decidedly chilling and unique way. Ripley's casual and remorseless attitude towards death and murder reveal him to be a truly amoral person. Given a choice between right and wrong, he will choose the most practical decision -- morality never enters into his reasoning.

Despite his coldness and often hideously cavalier attitude toward the crimes he comes to commit, Highsmith also, importantly, shows Tom's all too familiar humanity. In an act of oblivious cruelty, Dickie decides that Tom is no longer interesting and flat out tells him that he should take off. Tom's anguish is so palpable that it tears at the heart of anyone who's ever felt unsure of another's affection. The reader is inextricably drawn into Ripley's well of loneliness and sense of his own shortcomings, a state of mind that most of us have experienced and remember well, if painfully. 

As the novel continues, however, the book shifts away from the emotional and toward the more plot-driven question of whether Ripley will ever be caught for his crimes. Highsmith's great trick, similar to Hitchcock's famous twist in Psycho, is making Ripley so ordinary and so likable that the reader is constantly drawn back into his logic. You want him to get away, and you find yourself reading along, thinking, "Oh of course, he had to kill him, it was the only way," until you realize just what you've just thought. The tension builds fantastically toward the finish of the story as everything that could incriminate Ripley starts appearing thick and fast. With a mixture of awe and guilt, the reader speeds ahead to discover whether Ripley's deft and carefully imagined lies will save him at the last.

For those of you who have seen the movie, and are curious about it's difference from the book, the two are admittedly very different. The movie managed to capture the atmosphere and the main characters beautifully -- not an easy task by any stretch of the imagination -- but the second half of the film veers away from the second half of the book. The rising tensions remain the same, as does the concentration on just how much Ripley can get away with. The film, however, alters Ripley's dilemma by making his inquisitors into acquaintances and friends, led by the ever suspicious Marge, while in the book most of the pressure comes from the police. By giving Ripley two new characters to relate to, the film also allows him more humanity and flickers of conscience, as well as a fleeting chance for redemption. The novel seldom allows Ripley any such escape or hesitation in his casual, calculating evil. To put it simply, the film has more of a heart while the book remains cold but fascinating.

For those of you who've read that Ripley was Matt Damon's "gay" movie, well, you'd be right. In the film, the director and cast made the conscious decision to make Ripley gay. In fact, the furtive glances and almost overly casual gestures of physical affection that Ripley allows himself with Dickie in the film raise both the audience's sympathy and Tom's weaker side another notch. In the book, it is not so clear. Ripley is emotionally quite disconnected, and so his fierce affection for Dickie is almost that of a worshipping child rather than a man in love or lust. His feelings are often conflicting and, to Highsmith's credit, no pat label will fit the emotional path he takes.

What the reader has to remember again and again is that you are inside Ripley's head, and that every word is skewed toward his notion of reality. Reader's can conclude for themselves Ripley's motives and feelings, as he will never tell them outright. This, I think, is the most intriguing quality of reading the novel -- what the reader brings to the book and their own perceptions of emotion and morals informs the story almost more than anything Highsmith lays before you. In that way, she manages to insinuate just how much Ripley is like the reader, and as uncomfortable as that may be to conclude, it also rings impressively true.
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Mystery fiction is a loosely-defined term that is often used as a synonym of detective fiction — in other words a novel or short story in which a detective (either professional or amateur) solves a crime. The term "mystery fiction" may sometimes be limited to the subset of detective stories in which the emphasis is on the puzzle element and its logical solution (cf. whodunit), as a contrast to hardboiled detective stories which focus on action and gritty realism. However, in more general usage "mystery" may be used to describe any form of crime fiction, even if there is no mystery to be solved. For example, the Mystery Writers of America describes itself as "the premier organization for mystery writers, professionals allied to the crime writing field, aspiring crime writers, and those who are devoted to the genre". However, a mystery story can also be a story that has a villain that is ghostly and unknown. In this type of mystery story it is just word of mouth that passes on the story from one person to another and the being that is the villain may never be found by the reader or detective in the story, hence the name mystery fiction [1].

Although normally associated with the crime genre, the term "mystery fiction" may in certain situations refer to a completely different genre, where the focus is on supernatural mystery (even if no crime is involved). This usage was common in the pulp magazines of the 1930s and 1940s, where titles such as Dime Mystery, Thrilling Mystery and Spicy Mystery offered what at the time were described as "weird menace" stories – supernatural horror in the vein of Grand Guignol. This contrasted with parallel titles such as Dime Detective, Thrilling Detective and Spicy Detective, which contained conventional hardboiled crime fiction. The first use of "mystery" in this sense was by Dime Mystery, which started out as an ordinary crime fiction magazine but switched to "weird menace" during the latter part of 1933.[2]
